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Chapter 1

In search of Angry Bear

There is something obscene about the manner of their arrival.

Jude Lyon, an officer with the UK’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), flies into Central Africa on a Airbus A380 double-decker with air stewardesses who swish down the aisles in tight-fitting Christian Lacroix-designed uniforms of an ‘aeronautical’ style. Even in Economy the seats are comfortable, the wine is full-bodied, and the cheese is on the cusp of runny.

The wingspan of the plane is so wide that the tips extend over the chaotic encampment that presses up to edge of the runway and threatens to spill onto it in a floodtide of human misery. Landing, the reverse thrust scours the makeshift roofs, stripping away plastic sheeting and sending it billowing in its wake. More than fifty thousand people displaced by fighting are huddled inside the airport perimeter.

As he sits staring out the window at the camp, Jude struggles to contain his anger. He’s angry with himself for failing to protect the people of his country against a barrage of attacks that have devastated large parts of London. The anger is born of danger and fear: tensing the muscles in his arms and legs, clenching his fists and teeth, and sending a pulse through his head that thumps like a drum. Its intensity disturbs him. He has always regarded himself as sane. He’s never felt the urge to murder anyone in a shopping aisle or mow down a crowd from behind the wheel of a car. By and large, he has slept undisturbed by conscience. But lately he has been having doubts about himself.

It feels like he might burst into flames.

 

Jude’s fellow traveller, Yulia Ermolaeva, flew in on an expensive seat at the front of the aircraft’s top deck and he can see her ahead of him in the queue for Arrivals, surrounded by the families of the local ruling class who are returning from a Parisian shopping expedition.

She is wearing a khaki safari suit that looks like it was designed for the Masai Mara, and limping slightly. There are itchy stitches on the back of her thigh from where a fragment of grenade shrapnel clipped her in a London tower block. Jude is also wounded, his midriff bandaged from where the psychopath Guy Fowle knifed him. They have both been indelibly marked by the London attacks, minds and bodies scarred, friends and loved ones lost. But the necessity for speed in their response means that there has been little time for grieving.

‘Shall we continue?’ asks a man standing behind him.

Jude sees that a significant gap has opened between him and the person in front of him.

‘Pardon me,’ he says and moves to make up the distance.

They are waiting in line for a tent that has been erected between the plane and the terminal building, where Jude can see medical auxiliaries in blue scrubs hold temperature gauges to passengers’ foreheads before letting them pass.

‘Are you here to save us?’ the man asks politely in impeccable English. He is tall and slightly stooped, bald on top with tight grey curls above his ears.

‘No, I’m not.’

‘You are here for our minerals?’

‘No.’

The man seems unconvinced. ‘This is not a tourist destination.’

‘I’m looking for someone,’ Jude tells him.

This is more to the man’s liking. ‘Does this person want to be found?’

It’s an interesting question. ‘Not by me.’

He’s come to this troubled country at the headwaters of a tributary to the Congo River in search of a Russian hacker named Angry Bear.

‘Should I want you to succeed?’

‘Yes,’ says Jude, who is desperately trying to prevent a world war. ‘Lives may be saved.’

‘Do you mean the lives of foreigners and those of my countrymen who flew in at the front of this plane? Or do you mean the lives of the hungry people here at the airport?’

‘Ordinary people in my own country,’ Jude tells him. ‘But elsewhere too. Even here.’

‘I wish you luck then,’ the man says in a serious tone.

Along with his passport and vaccination certificate, Jude hands over a barely legible landing card that he scrawled before landing. He has seen the room where they store the landing cards in a neighbouring country: floor-to-ceiling stacks gradually being assimilated into a termite mound.

Waiting outside the terminal building there is a black, armoured SUV without insignia. It is owned by PMC Valkyrie, the private military company that until recently was a proxy army for the Kremlin but has now been declared an illegal military formation by the Russian president. With the black SUV is a police escort in a pick-up truck with a machine-gun mounted on the flatbed behind the cab.

Jude gets in the backseat beside Yulia.

The journey from the airport is, by reputation, one of the most volatile on the continent. It passes through a market, which spills onto the road, funnelling the traffic into a single lane. Sullen crowds press up against the ballistic windows as they edge forward, and the policemen shout at them to get away with little apparent effect. Legionnaires keep watch from the top of an armoured personnel carrier that’s parked in the midst of the throng. It’s hard to imagine what they’d do in the event of a riot, other than lock themselves inside their hardened steel box and wait it out.

Eventually, the convoy eases out of the market and accelerates into town, passing mud-brick buildings and garishly painted shipping containers turned into shops, mango trees coated in red dust, and crumbling colonial facades.

The Valkyrie compound is down a side street near the old armoury where a couple of years before four tonnes of sweating, woefully ignored fifty-year-old dynamite finally blew up. Someone has done a passable job of rebuilding the perimeter walls and plastering the cracks. Which is more than can be said for the carcass of the Parliament building, which is only a couple of blocks away. The team commander is an overweight Belarusian in a stained khaki T-shirt with the orc-skull Valkyrie insignia on it. He shambles across the parade ground towards them and introduces himself as Stas. With him are two non-commissioned officers and thirty or so soldiers from the poorer parts of Russia and its client states. Two deafening diesel generators deliver twenty-four-hour electricity and there is a ten-metre-wide satellite dish streaked with red dust mounted on the roof of a two-storey building.

Stas clearly believes that Yulia has arrived straight from Moscow and stares at her as if she is by turns exotic and terrifying.

‘Show us where Angry Bear worked,’ she demands, imperiously.

Stas leads them into the building. He shows them to the windowless room from which the hacking operation that targeted London was run. It’s been ransacked. Nothing is salvageable. Angry Bear took an axe to the servers, hard drives and banks of monitors before she fled. That was just after a Tailored Access team from the US National Security Agency traced her from a laptop in Downing Street to here via a series of staging servers that were spread across the planet.

She didn’t make it far into the jungle.

Two weeks after her departure a ransom note was delivered to the compound gate demanding a million US dollars in used twenty-dollar bills in exchange for Angry Bear’s safe return. Stas shows them the location of the cash drop-off, pointing with a length of dried reed at a wall-mounted map. He tells them it’s about a hundred and twenty kilometres north of the city but there’s no tarmac, so it’s a six-hour journey on crushed laterite that has been churned up by trucks and hollowed out by rains.

‘We think it’s a small group of bandits hiding in the forest.’

It’s a broad green expanse divided by rivers like the veins on a leaf, with only the occasional settlement to hint at human habitation. From the tone of his voice, it’s clear that Stas has little enthusiasm for venturing into the interior. ‘She must have told them that she was valuable.’

She is undoubtedly valuable. Angry Bear is one of the coders behind Grom, a nation-breaking weapons platform designed to cripple the critical infrastructure of a nation that was built by a murky alliance of Russian military intelligence, PMC Valkyrie and an anarchist hacker collective known as the Protean Bears. As a means of delivering mass destruction, malware may be prosaic – Grom lacks the apocalyptic flair of nuclear winter or the Greenland ice-cap melting – but it does show how quickly the veneer of civilisation can be stripped away and an entire society plunged into a pre-industrial era of tooth and claw. Guy Fowle used it to launch a wave of attacks in London that caused a widespread collapse of law and order and very nearly resulted in the entire city being covered in a radioactive cloud.

The UK is now on the highest threat level in expectation of further attacks. Fowle is on the run and Angry Bear may be one of the few people with an idea of how to stop him.

‘You have the ransom money?’

‘The currency dealer delivered it this morning,’ Stas confirms. He shuffles down a corridor and shows them into an adjacent room, where a trestle table is stacked with packets of plastic-wrapped bills with a total weight of fifty kilos. ‘None of my men have been paid. They’re getting restless. The sooner you get this out of here the happier I’ll be.’

‘What are the terms?’ Jude says.

‘Two people in one vehicle carrying the cash,’ he replies. ‘You hand over the money at one location and an hour later the prisoner is released two kilometres away and told to follow a path that leads to you.’

‘How do we know that she will be released if we hand over the money?’

Stas shrugs. ‘Kidnapping is a business here. You can call it thieves’ honour.’

‘Thieves’ honour?’ Yulia says, incredulously.

‘It’s the way they do things.’ He looks at Jude. ‘I can lend you a driver.’

‘Oh, no,’ Yulia says. ‘It’s Russian money and I want to see it delivered.’

‘In that case, Yulia and I will go alone,’ Jude says.

‘I can give you a map and a GPS,’ Stas says with a shrug. ‘After a certain point, there is only one road.’

‘Do you have an armoury?’

Stas unclips the ring of keys from his belt and unlocks a steel gun cabinet. ‘Help yourself.’

Jude browses the shelves and adds a blunt-nosed Russian Gyurza pistol, two cardboard boxes of 9mm ammunition, a smoke grenade, an anti-personnel grenade, a plastic-wrapped slab of C-4 explosive and a box of detonators to his messenger pouch.

Yulia lifts an eyebrow. ‘Are you planning to start a war?’

‘I like to prepare for the worst.’

‘The worst has a habit of following you around.’





Chapter 10

Grom OS

‘Grom is stealth weapon,’ Mashenka explains in the morning with the ink dry on her deal. She’s out of the shackles but still in Guantanamo orange. Even so, she has made the costume her own: rolling up the cuffs on her sleeves and ankles; and cinching her waist with a black keffiyeh scarf. ‘Specification for prototype requires that operating system and application software is optimised for use with small mobile device, phone, or tablet, to allow covert deployment. Criteria include drop-down target country list and menu of options. Each option is bundle of targets including energy, water, waste, health, material goods, maritime and land-based supply chains, communications, and capital. Design is intended to exploit vulnerability of tightly coupled infrastructure, in which behaviour of one element is closely connected to other elements and is not resilient in the face of non-linear events. By selecting option, you trigger sequence of attacks to carefully calculated timeline with cascading impact.’

‘That worked,’ Yulia says, grimly. In contrast to the prisoner, she looks frayed and sleepless after last night’s events.

‘In London, yes,’ Mashenka replies, enthusiastically. ‘Test worked very good! I saw significant gain of function with multiplier effects.’ When she sees the expression on Jude’s face, she looks at Keisha. ‘I don’t like having him here.’

‘Tough,’ Keisha says. ‘You shouldn’t have trashed his hometown and killed his friends.’

‘I want to go to Las Vegas.’

‘You’ll get to Las Vegas,’ Keisha says, ‘but not until I’m good and ready to send you there.’

Mashenka gives them an angry look.

‘Keep talking,’ Keisha says.

She rolls her eyes but resumes. ‘In addition to pre-loaded Grom bundles there is build-your-own option like pizza toppings. That is what Guy Fowle did and to his own timeline. That is why it was difficult to predict what outcomes would be. To be honest, he made cascade effect work even better than bundles. True implication of biological agent chosen, for instance, only becomes clear when taken in context of nuclear reactor meltdown, as incapacitated population is unable to flee.’

Yulia grips Jude’s arm tightly while he struggles to contain his anger.

‘Tell us about the nature of the attacks,’ Keisha asks.

‘First type of attack is malware. As well as Grom operating system, Protean Bears design malware. Programme called DarkMatter hijacks logic controllers of industrial systems to make everything look fine when in fact is totally fucked, like oil terminal or nuclear reactor, and other programme is DataSlay which lobotomises servers and erases data across any connected systems including Cloud-based back-up. This you use on banks and financial institutions, and government too. The malware is customised for individual target and loaded onto ready-to-use USB sticks and carried by courier on continuous patrol in state of heightened readiness. Is operate like home delivery. You click on option and after short time courier delivers. Simple. Very difficult to counter with pre-emptive action.’

‘And the second type?’

‘This is kinetic, guns and bombs to destroy stuff. Again, pre-placed and ready-to-go, all it needs is password and kapow! Attack is initiated.’

‘And who does the initiating?’ Yulia asks.

‘Both types of attack require human beings, obviously. For malware they often must be physically inserted by trusted employee in closed systems that cannot be externally hacked via internet and for kinetic is to make physical attack. We get human beings from GRU via Valkyrie. They build network of human assets in key infrastructure, and we must integrate into operating system. Is very complicated: hardware, logistics, finance, administration, communications, you name it. This includes weapons caches, safe houses, and identities . . .’

‘Tell us more about the human assets,’ Keisha says.

‘Grom uses three types of assets in each country to initiate the attacks,’ she replies. ‘First type is illegals, Russian sleeper agents who have been embedded as employees in key infrastructure. This includes GRU Spetsnaz operators, so-called stay-behind teams with special military skills. Second type of asset is coerced, by means of blackmail and extortion with threat of physical injury or exposure of secrets. These are identified and targeted by GRU officers in entrapment operations . . . you know . . . drugs, rent boys, cash for favours. Kind of people are politicians, bureaucrats, police, army, and people working in key utility companies. Mostly men, of course. Men are so stupid.’ She gives Jude a pitying look. ‘No offence.’

‘And the third type?’ Keisha demands.

‘Service providers. People who work in organised crime, like Albanian mafia for instance. This allows for degree of flexibility and alternative means of achieving aim, if for instance weapons caches or safe houses are compromised by enemy action.’

‘You must be very proud,’ Keisha says, dryly.

Mashenka smiles and tips her right hand, emoji-like, in a guiding gesture. She delivers the sales pitch: ‘Hybrid character of attacks, range of available supplies and secure capability, simple password system and autonomous means of initiation make Grom very effective as both first- and second-strike weapon.’

Yulia is furious. ‘You built a weapon of mass destruction without any safeguards governing its use! There’s nothing to stop it being used again and again. It’s utter stupidity.’

They stare at her long enough for her to drop her hand and look intently into the corner of the dome with an aggrieved expression on her face.





Chapter 11

Two bears don’t live in one lair

‘Tell us about Scary Bear,’ Keisha says, opening a folder and passing three A4-sized laminated prints across the table.

The first photo is of the hacker known as Scary Bear lying dead on a mortician’s slab in London with dark lesions visible on his neck. In the second, Scary Bear is lying on the tiles in the almost-empty swimming pool of a Chelsea mansion where Guy Fowle throttled and drowned him. In the third photo, which has widely been shared on the web in the aftermath of Fowle’s escape, Scary Bear is at a winter barbecue, standing in a forest clearing with the Russian president.

‘That crazy fucker in the Kremlin,’ Mashenka says, ‘this is all his fault.’

‘Let’s concentrate on Scary Bear,’ Keisha says. ‘Who is he?’

‘He called himself Fyodor.’

‘That’s it?’

‘Just Fyodor: I don’t think is really his name.’

‘Why did he have the Grom app on his phone?’

‘He had app because of testing user experience of doverenniye litsa,’ Mashenka explains, ‘that is trusted custodian of network.’

‘Custodian? You used that word before.’

‘Is basically Triggerman.’

‘Triggerman?’

‘Firing Key Operator, whatever you want to call it. Somebody must press the trigger. That is to activate the Grom bundles and distribute the USB sticks and cash. Each country or region has one custodian.’

‘And Scary Bear, aka Fyodor, was the UK custodian?’

‘Temporarily, for purposes of acceptance testing phase only,’ Mashenka explains. ‘Is soft launch in live environment. Plan is to activate some of Grom assets in UK and measure response times.’

‘Why the UK?’ Jude asks.

‘Because you are isolated with bad economy, lousy infrastructure and shitty government that covers stuff up,’ she replies as if the answer is self-evident. ‘If during the testing phase we knock out a few systems, is like background noise, maybe nobody take much notice and we have proof that the app works. I didn’t know that your idiot of a husband, Yulia Ermolaeva, and that troll Dmitri Troshev would make stupid plan on the side to break Guy Fowle out of prison or that Fowle would kill Fyodor and steal his phone.’

‘What was your role?’ Yulia asks.

‘I am just there to analyse test data results.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Is glitchy. Grom system is at prototype stage and requires manual review.’

‘And you didn’t think the death of Scary Bear and the theft of a phone containing the app constituted a glitch?’

Mashenka pulls a face.

‘Why didn’t you stop the test?’ Jude demands.

‘How could I?’

‘You were able to affect the outcome of the test,’ Keisha says. It’s a statement not a question.

Mashenka denies it, emphatically. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘You hacked into the Treasury’s server, and you spoke with the British Chancellor Gabriel Morley on several occasions,’ Jude says, grimly.

‘You made Morley give up my location and sent an illegal to kill me,’ Yulia adds.

Mashenka shrugs. ‘You are not dead.’

‘I escaped. The only reason I am here is because of the brave actions of a young woman and two police officers who sacrificed their lives to protect me.’

‘My friend Gretchen is dead because of you,’ Jude says.

‘I did what I was told to do.’

Yulia is incensed. ‘You have no sense of responsibility, do you?’

Mashenka protests. ‘There was nothing else I could do! Don’t you understand? You say it was glitch but how could I know that? In scheme of things, Scary Bear is expendable like me. How do I know Fowle is not also GRU asset? I don’t have full administrator permissions. I can’t see whole system. There is no big red SCRAM button with STOP written on it!’

‘Utter stupidity!’

‘Second-strike facility is designed for retaliation when command chain is destroyed. Once initiated it cannot be stopped. You’re SVR, you should know this. Like I said, no stop button!’

‘So you just sat back and watched it all unfold?’

‘By the time I’m sure the whole thing is one big cluster fuck, is too late to do anything about it!’ Mashenka shouts. ‘Then I just want to get the hell away from it all!’

Keisha intervenes, ‘Stop!’

Yulia and Mashenka stare at each other across the table.

‘How did you meet the man calling himself Fyodor?’ Yulia asks.

‘After I get arrested by GRU and your dick husband threatens to send me to the gulag, he tells me I have to work for Protean Bears,’ Mashenka says, sullenly. ‘I’m like, who the fuck is that? He tells me go home and someone will contact me. But when I get home Fyodor already there and my boyfriend has fled never to be seen again because Fyodor is fucking scary.’

‘But you went to work for him?’

‘What choice did I have?’

‘And what did you do for him?’

‘Access: breaking and entering. All systems have holes, ins and outs, so for me it’s just question of finding them. It was like with currency exchanges, I find back door, usually left by programmers during design and development process, and I open it. I get him in. When he’s in, Fyodor trashes everything. That’s his skill.’

‘What of the other Protean Bears? How big was the team?’

Mashenka shrugs. ‘Protean Bears’ philosophy is – never have two bears in one lair. So maybe there are twenty bears or fifty bears, or maybe not? I don’t know. Is compartmentalised with tight cell structure. Each bear speaks with no more than two other bears.’

‘When we hacked your computer and before you managed to erase the hard drive, we inserted a web-shell and sent out a network ping,’ Keisha says. ‘We had one response from a computer near to Donetsk Airport in the Donbass region of eastern Ukraine. It also happens to be the last known location of the Prizrak – Ghost – Unit of PMC Valkyrie. Who is in Donetsk?’

‘That is Khmer Bear. She is Test Coordinator and third member of cell. I heard she helped GRU design NotPetya. But I never meet her face to face.’ NotPetya was the name of a notorious piece of malware that was used in Ukraine in June 2017 to take down government ministries, the Post Office, energy companies, airports, railways, and banks. The malware quickly spread beyond Ukraine’s borders, disrupting global supply chains and ultimately costing the world economy $10 billion. The Russian GRU Unit 74455, also known as Sandworm, was widely believed to have been responsible for the attack. Mashenka gestures at Yulia. ‘Khmer Bear is one who tells me to give your location to undercover asset.’

‘Who does Khmer Bear report to?’ Keisha asks.

Mashenka looks at Yulia. ‘Chilly Bear, who is general secretary of Protean Bear collective.’

‘Also Siberian?’

‘Exactly. Protean and Promysloviki.’

‘And where do we find Chilly Bear?’

‘He is wherever the hardware is. Protean Bears operate online but still depend on physical command and control server in real world.’

‘Where is that?’

‘Somewhere secret with lots of power and data-processing capacity. Also, beyond reach of subpoena or legal summons.’

‘But most probably Siberia?’

‘I’ve heard that,’ Mashenka admits.

‘And who does Chilly Bear report to?’ Yulia asks.

‘In Moscow? The president!’

Yulia is incredulous. ‘Directly to the president?’

‘No, of course not, via Thirteenth Directorate.’

Judging by the expression on her face, Yulia isn’t aware that there is a so-called Thirteenth Directorate.

‘Tell me about the Thirteenth?’ Jude says.

‘Is new, specialising in hybrid warfare. That’s all I know.’

‘This is bullshit!’ Yulia snaps.

Mashenka shrugs. ‘If you say so, you are queen spy. But I’ll tell you, if you want to know what was on Fyodor’s app – whether he had full access to global illegals network, for instance – you need to go to Moscow.’

 

‘There’s a certain amount of scepticism about your claim not to have known what your husband was up to,’ Keisha tells Yulia, when the MPs have returned Mashenka to her cell.

Yulia bristles. ‘I hate to break it to you, darling, but people in marriages often keep secrets from each other.’

‘I need to speak to Langley,’ Keisha says. She gestures for them to leave.

They go out and stand by the mud wall behind the domes.

‘Have you got one of those cigarettes?’ Yulia says, angrily.

‘Sure.’

Jude lights one for her and one for himself.

‘What are you going to do?’ He asks.

‘Mashenka is right. I need to go to Moscow. I need to find out if there really is a Thirteenth Directorate and track down so-called Khmer Bear.’

‘Is that safe for you?’

‘No.’

‘Then don’t go.’

‘It’s where the answers are.’

He knows there’s no point trying to convince her otherwise.

Keisha emerges from the dome and walks over to them. ‘Mashenka is being transferred to mainland USA for further questioning.’

‘She is a Russian national,’ Yulia protests. ‘You can’t just kidnap her.’

‘She’s getting what she wants. She’s leaving for Las Vegas in the morning.’

‘I paid money for her!’

‘I’ve arranged a flight for you both to Darmstadt in Germany. That’s what you want, isn’t it?’

Yulia flings the cigarette away in disgust.





Chapter 12

Kompromat

The buzzer goes at three a.m. and Lee rolls out of bed thinking it’s stand-to back in Helmand and then, moments later, that there’s a significant and more embarrassing risk it might be a former lover turned needy or sentimental at his door. He doesn’t want anything to interfere with the joyous vibe that has enveloped him since the night at Wolfhanger. Besides, he’s due to get up in a few hours and drive to the constituency and he could do with more sleep. Irritated, he pads naked across the living area of his Barbican apartment and scowls at the screen of the videophone.

Amanda Chappell.

So, it’s not a WYD – what ya doin’ – booty call.

He has no choice – her boss Ezra pays the rent and knows full well that he’d do almost anything to keep the ‘Cromwell’ of Cromwell Tower in his official address – he presses the button. He considers answering the door naked but pulls a pair of white briefs on instead. The elevator rises. When he opens the front door, she breezes past him in a cloud of expensive perfume without so much as a furtive ogle of his washboard and the dark curls that reach his navel. She does, however, take a glance in the direction of the bedroom, where Bala is spread-eagled on her tummy with her long brown limbs akimbo on the white sheets. Amanda offers him a raised eyebrow and heads for the far side of the living room. If she is impressed by the view from the thirty-fifth floor, she isn’t letting on. She turns on her heels and faces him.

‘Ezra believes in you.’

He scratches his head. Surely this could have waited until morning.

‘What do you want, Amanda?’ he asks. ‘Frankly, I’m kind of busy.’

‘I see that.’ She has a way of looking at you that makes your testicles shrivel. ‘How long do you think you are going to keep this a secret?’

‘I thought we might go public,’ Lee says, cuffing it, ‘hold hands on the breakfast shows and maybe a spread for a magazine.’

Surprisingly, she doesn’t seem opposed. Lee can practically see her doing the calculations. Weighing the odds. She’s entirely unflappable. ‘When?’

He gives her a lazy grin. ‘I thought maybe wait until after the leader is chosen . . .’

‘Ezra thinks you have a chance of winning this.’

‘Of course he does.’

‘If you make it through to the next round.’

‘And there lies my problem.’

‘Provided that you agree, Ezra has authorised me to take action.’

She has his full attention. ‘What kind of action?’

‘Material has come into our possession that shows Fabian profiting financially from the recent carnage in London, selling shares in nuclear energy when the government lost contact with the control room at Sizewell.’

Interesting. ‘It’s less than forty-eight hours since you told me that it was a dangerous path to tread.’

‘I didn’t have the level of information then that I have now.’

‘And where did this new level of information come from?’

‘It’s probably better if you don’t know anything more than what I’ve told you.’

‘I see.’

‘So, what’s your decision?’

She says it with sufficient seriousness that he realises she intends him to consider it a devil-at-the-crossroads moment. He laughs at the melodrama. What’s there to consider? ‘Hell, yes.’

She nods, crossroads moment done, guitar restrung, etc. ‘I’ll prepare a measured statement for you to give, and share it with Denzel. When the time comes, try not to sound triumphalist.’

‘Message received.’

‘In the meantime, you should be ready to go public about your new friend at a moment’s notice. I’m not worried about Fabian but as the acting Prime Minister, Nigel Featherstone has the resources of government to bring to bear against you. We can’t afford to let him, or the security services, take an unanticipated sideswipe at you.’

‘Bring it on,’ he says with his chin raised.

‘I’ll speak to Hello. They owe Ezra.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You can thank me when you’re in Downing Street.’

After she’s gone, he returns to the bedroom, where Bala is awake, sitting with the sheet tucked under her armpits and covering her breasts.

‘You really might be the Prime Minister,’ she says.

That’s when it really hits him. They grin simultaneously, as surprised as each other. ‘Yes.’

‘Did you mean that about going public?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m not a trophy.’

‘Oh yes, you are.’

‘Oh no, I’m not. And I’m not a fetish either.’

‘I can feel a stirring,’ he leers.

‘Be serious!’

‘Come to Downing Street with me.’

‘How can I be a journalist from Downing Street?’

‘Join my team. Be my press secretary.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Sure. Jump the barricade.’ He imagines himself as a latter-day Cromwell. ‘We can carve out our own destiny. Together we can build a new nation out of the ashes of the old.’

He’s stiff as a flagpole.

She guffaws and casts the sheet aside. ‘Come to bed, you crazy man.’





Chapter 13

Home turf

When Lee chaired the first meeting of his Policy Priorities team, just a few weeks ago, there were only five other participants: his campaign manager Denzel, his fellow Red Wall MPs Daamini Dhatta, Trevor Cooper and Chantal Carny, and Alan Mitchell, a twice-failed leadership contender who was formerly the Secretary of State for getting the fuck out of Europe pronto. Lee’s single direction was for them to come up with wonderful ideas. As a troubled child, who found a natural fit on Outward Bound exercises, he was taught expeditionary learning principles that included ‘wonderful ideas’. That one stuck with him. It’s what he’s always expected of those in power. It has fuelled his disappointment in so-called ‘leaders’, be they generals or politicians.

He has pledged to be different.

Now, sitting in Nan’s front room in the constituency and putting to one side the whooping and yelling from the impromptu family football match going on in the close outside, he surveys the whiteboards and flipcharts covering Cabinet appointments, first hundred days initiatives and pressing legislation; the heat maps of enemies, friends and the unaffiliated in the Commons, his Party and the country; and a GANT chart of carefully shaped media opportunities.

Nothing unusual there – it’s the content that’s blistering.

That and the size of the team: now they spill out of the room, into the kitchen where Nan is cutting the crusts off sandwiches and halfway up the stairs. And you can see by the expressions on their faces that they’re true believers. No one can say that they haven’t approached the task with verve and determin-ation. Particularly if by wonderful you mean a scorched-earth policy: burn it all down and rebuild from the foundations up. He could quibble with some of the suggestions, tinker at the edges a little, but there’s no doubt that it’s a stab at the kind of wholesale change the public are clamouring for; on that basis alone, he’s content to light the fuse, stand back and watch the fireworks.

He smiles beneficently. ‘Let’s do it.’

 

Lee catches up with Denzel after the session. They stand with their backs to Nan’s garage doors, two former fighting men in shirts and ties having a confab over a cigarette at the touchline of a football match that ranges all around the houses.

There are thirty or so people playing football, mostly nephews and nieces, some cousins and half-brothers and half-sisters, a few local orphans and strays, a trio of campaign kids and a couple of the better-behaved Noble Boys. And let’s not forget Bala in a pair of eye-catching gold shorts and a diamante tiara. She is quick with the ball, weaving in and out of the flowerbeds and cars, and darting across the tarmac circle at the centre of the close. She passes readily and shouts words of encouragement to her teammates. She’s undoubtedly captain material.

‘I’m impressed,’ Lee says. ‘We have a coherent plan of action.’

Denzel acknowledges the compliment with a nod. ‘It was your nan that used to say: “You only get one chance, make the most of it.” ’

‘Nan was right.’

As one of the strays, Denzel had spent a lot of time here in the close when he was a teenager.

Salamanca Close has five detached red-brick houses protected by a horseshoe of barbed steel railings, hidden by artfully placed shrubs, and a single access road leading in and out. It was his late dad’s idea, once he’d ‘acquired’ sufficient money to exit the council estate, to buy up the whole close and fill it with trusted relatives, calling it both a fortress-redoubt and a springboard to the wider world. It’s also one of the few places that they can be confident is free of surveillance. Lee is confident that the Investigatory Powers Commissioner’s Office wouldn’t sign off on an intrusive surveillance warrant on him, but those around him seem to be fair game for MI5’s watchers.

‘Amanda Chappell came to see me in the dark hours last night.’

Denzel doesn’t look surprised. ‘Did you accept the offer?’

‘I did.’

Denzel shrugs. ‘So what’s there to say?’

‘I asked where the kompromat came from.’

‘What did Amanda say to that?’

‘Best I didn’t know.’

‘And?’

The ball is being fought over around the back of Auntie Dee’s house and everyone has piled in, even the goalies. Lee and Denzel are effectively alone.

‘Come on, Denzel,’ Lee says with a sigh. ‘Don’t make me pick you up and shake you.’

Denzel blinks. He can tell that Lee is serious. ‘You met the source at Wolfhanger. She said she wants what you want, boss. A new man in the Kremlin.’

‘I don’t know what to think about that,’ Lee says, chewing his lip. ‘I really don’t.’

Bala sprints out from behind Dad’s third wife Busaba’s house, with the rest of the pack trying to catch her. An open shot: the ball slams into the garage door.

Goal!

Bala screams and does a victory lap with her arms in the air and her teammates pursuing her. It all ends in a pile on Uncle Terry’s front lawn.

He glances back at Nan’s front door. She is standing there watching. She looks across at him and nods.

That’s all the affirmation he needs.

Bala extracts herself and runs over to Lee, launching herself into his arms. He lifts her up with her legs scissored around his waist and kisses her. He’s conscious of cheering and a wolf-whistle or several from the big boy cousins and the Noble Boys.

‘I love it,’ Bala says, when they eventually disengage.

A press team staffer sticks her head out of one of his nan’s upstairs windows and says, ‘Fabian’s on the television.’

Lee puts Bala down.

‘Shall we?’ They go inside with Denzel following. The crowd parts for them, and they find themselves in front of the television. Fabian Pees is standing with his pregnant wife and six children at the head of the driveway to his substantial ancestral pile. Bala’s hand finds Lee’s and grips it tight. Glancing around, he sees Amanda Chappell watching from over by the window.

‘I have decided that it is in the best interest of my country for me to put aside my ambition to lead this Party at this time,’ Fabian says to the assembled press pack. ‘Instead I shall offer my support to my esteemed colleague Nigel Featherstone.’

‘Cunt!’ Denzel says.

‘Only Nigel can bind together the fractured elements of this country,’ Fabian says. ‘He is a steady hand in uncertain waters. Thank you.’

Everyone’s phones are ringing except Lee’s. Bala has whipped one out of her shorts. It’s tiny: the sort that you buy on Amazon for prisoners.

‘The Party has confirmed that the ballot papers will go out to the national membership in the morning,’ Denzel tells him with his phone clamped to his ear. ‘We can press go on the get-out-the-vote campaign and the social media blitz.’

‘Do it,’ Lee says.

‘The BBC has requested a one-on-one interview with Alice Preen tomorrow night on Spotlight,’ Bala tells him.

Spotlight’s Alice Preen is basking in the recent glory of publicly eviscerating a hapless member of the Royal Family. Lee thinks destroying Windsors is a bit like shooting fish in a barrel: noisy but too easy to constitute a genuine field sport.

‘Bring it on.’





Chapter 14

God’s covenant

Jude and Yulia visit the MMK, the modern art museum near Frankfurt’s old town plaza, while they are waiting for flight connections. The first brush-past of their illicit liaison was in London’s Tate Modern and it seems somehow fitting that they should part in similar circumstances.

The MMK has a large pop art collection with some of Warhol’s iconic Americana: a hundred red-and-white Campbell’s soup cans, thirty-five blue Jackie Kennedys, ten green car crashes. Jude isn’t a fan. He gets the argument about the democratisation of mass production, but artistically they leave him cold.

‘If he had been Russian, it would have been endless nicotine-coloured Kalashnikovs and sepia-toned Brezhnevs,’ Yulia says, mournfully.

‘I might have preferred that,’ Jude replies.

He likes the colour field paintings, particularly First Coming by Morris Louis, the parallel stripes of pure colour arranged side by side on white canvas. He’s an avowed atheist but there is something about the painting that conveys the ancient mystery of the rainbow. God’s pledge to never destroy all life on Earth again: I do set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be for a token of a covenant between me and the earth.

The human race is evidently incapable of such a commitment.

‘I’m struggling to understand how my husband managed to keep what he was doing a secret from me,’ Yulia admits.

Jude reaches out and puts his arm around her shoulders, resisting the urge to observe that perhaps she was too busy keeping secrets from her husband to notice the ones he was keeping from her. ‘He was acting under orders.’

‘From a made-up directorate!’

‘From the president.’

‘You know what the worst thing is? I can believe it. Come on.’

They leave the museum and walk arm in arm beside the river along the Eyssenstrasse.

‘I knew that my husband was desperate to ingratiate himself with the president and his circle,’ Yulia says. ‘But I hadn’t realised how far he was prepared to go. It is a regrettable feature of our diminutive president that he is nothing if he does not have enemies to measure himself against, and always he must have the means to humiliate and destroy them. His biggest fear is the loss of those means.’ She shakes her head in frustration. ‘I saw it myself in Germany before the wall came down. He was here with the foreign intelligence directorate, ostensibly as a liaison officer with the Stasi, but in fact nurturing armed anti-capitalist groups like the Baader-Meinhof. Nobody could have predicted that he would one day be president. But he was astute. He could see what was coming. The Soviet Union was on the brink of collapse. For him, it was a race against time to smuggle black cash out via front companies in the West and use it to sustain networks of illegals and maintain operations capable of disrupting and destabilising the West – disinformation, assassination, sabotage – even after the collapse.’ She stops and grips the lapels of Jude’s coat. ‘You understand what is happening? He can see his own end coming. That is what Grom is, his response to the sword of Damocles hanging over him, his threat to those who would usurp him. He’s damaged because of what has happened, Grom going public in this way, but he’s never going to give up his networks of illegals entirely. Without them he believes that he is naked.’

‘Then we had better hope that there are no further attacks.’

‘There hasn’t been a single act of industrial sabotage or terrorism since Sizewell that could be attributed to Guy Fowle,’ Yulia says. ‘Not one! Maybe he’s finished?’

Jude shakes his head. ‘He’ll never be finished.’

‘So what is he waiting for?’

‘I don’t know.’

 

They go their separate ways in the Departures hall at the airport. Yulia is heading east to Moscow from where they have agreed she will pursue the hacker Khmer Bear and the mysterious Thirteenth Directorate and Jude will return to London to rejoin the hunt for Guy Fowle. He’d prefer to go with her but as she points out, he’s unlikely to receive a welcome reception in Russia.

‘My darling,’ she says at the gate, before giving him a farewell kiss on the cheek, ‘our president is not a forgiving man and you’re too pretty for our prisons.’

‘Be careful,’ he urges her. ‘Don’t take any unnecessary risks.’

She smiles.

An hour later he boards a flight for Heathrow.

As the plane crosses the English Channel Jude looks down from his window seat at a huge offshore wind farm and beyond it the Thames Estuary. They follow the meandering glide of the river into London, flying over the Thames Barrier and the Chicago spires of Canary Wharf. The drawbridge is up on Tower Bridge. He spots the burnt hulk of the Gherkin, the skyscraper destroyed in an incendiary attack on a nearby synagogue. The widespread rioting and looting that followed the failure of London’s banking systems prevented the Fire Brigade from saving the building. It’s not the only building that burned to the ground. The streets have been cleared of broken glass and abandoned cars but the damage is visible from the air as blackened spaces scattered like patches of mould across the city.

There has been so little time for reflection in recent weeks. Staring out at it, he is reminded how close London came to catastrophe. But for the sacrifice of an entire nuclear accident response team, the out-of-control reactor at Sizewell would have exploded, releasing a lethal cloud of radioactive ash across the city. Their actions meant the Grom attacks killed thousands instead of hundreds of thousands, even millions.

Jude’s last memory of Fowle is of almost dying at Sizewell: rolling, hooked together, down a mud bank into rushing water. Jude’s claw knife twisting between Fowle’s ribs and Fowle’s blade a searing pain in Jude’s side. He remembers Fowle’s teeth bared like fangs in the dark and turbulent water, and a spinning corona of blood surrounding his head. Then they struck something on the bottom and lost their grip on each other. Jude was carried away on the current and for a few brief moments gave in to its seductive embrace, before striking out for the surface. By the time he dragged himself out of the water onto a reed bed, Fowle was gone.

More than two weeks later, Fowle is still at large and with him he has the notebook that he used to transcribe the attacks from the Grom app before the phone was destroyed. Nobody except Fowle knows what is in the notebook, how many more nuclear reactor or oil terminal attacks. How many other critical elements of what ties the country together have been infiltrated by sleeper agents waiting to be activated. What Jude has observed is that Grom has a logic of its own, a violent, inexorable pressure towards a fearful reckoning.

They are all just waiting for the next attack.





Chapter 15

Sanjay is home

There is an unmarked police car parked in the cul-de-sac at the entrance to the converted warehouse in Shoreditch where Jude lives, along with a team of snipers on the adjacent rooftop. As he approaches the car, one of the plainclothes officers gets out.

‘The owner of the property has returned,’ she says.

‘Sanjay?’

‘Yes, Mr Kumar is inside.’

‘You’re sure it’s him?’

She gives him a look familiar to those who know Sanjay. He is not an easy man to impersonate.

‘Yes. He’s not alone.’

From the expression on her face, it seems that Jude is in for a surprise.

 

Jude finds his younger sister Tamar sitting at the kitchen counter-top, eating something out of a cardboard pot with a wooden spoon. She is wearing a man’s shirt and by the looks of it little else.

He puts his bag down on the floor.

‘What are you doing here?’

She rolls her eyes and on cue Sanjay saunters bare-chested out of his bedroom wearing unzipped black leather trousers. There is a vape that looks like an extra-long USB stick poking out of the side of his mouth and he looks as lean as ever, his torso all hard lines.

‘There you are, man,’ he says. ‘I was worried about you.’

Jude opens his mouth and then closes it again. He can’t decide whether to be outraged or not. Eventually he settles on, ‘When did you get here?’

‘Today, man. This morning, in fact, though I’ve only just been let in; I spent five hours in a police station. They stripped me naked and tickled my prostate. Scraped the fur off the inside of my cheek. It’s okay, though. They were achingly polite about it. I tried calling you, but you must have changed all your numbers again. Luckily Tamar came to my rescue. Didn’t you, babe?’

He’s never known anyone call Tamar babe. It seems an act of extreme folly: tantamount to poking a tarantula with a stick. He believes that she’s broken limbs for less.

‘Sure,’ she purrs and licks her spoon.

‘Talking of DNA,’ Sanjay says, ‘maybe you can ask your colleagues if they have a match on their secret database, maybe they know who my father is?’

The whole fatherless shtick has been a staple of Sanjay’s for years.

‘You don’t really want to know,’ Jude tells him.

‘It’s some security you’ve got,’ Sanjay continues, unperturbed, ‘don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for it. I saw the state London is in on the way in from the airport. You guys really haven’t been looking after the place.’

Jude is nonplussed. ‘I thought you were . . .’

‘In some tropical paradise filming size-zero models in lingerie?’ Sanjay finishes for him. ‘I quit and a couple of days later the show was cancelled. Associations with socialite sex traffickers and fat-shaming executives meant that the allure of pristine white sand and a warm turquoise ocean lost its lustre. Plus, I found out that the tropical island survives on subsidised gas from Russia, in return for which they give international recognition to any chunks that Russia bites out of its neighbours. It doesn’t matter how far you go, how good the weather is, every fucker is up to no good. I would have come back earlier but there were no planes landing.’ He wanders over to the window. There are still four bullets lodged in the floor-to ceiling ballistic glass and a spall about the size of a dinner plate around each one, from when Fowle tried to kill Jude after Sizewell.

‘I’m sorry about the window,’ Jude tells him.

‘Shit worked!’

Not long after he bought the top floor of the un-renovated warehouse and he was living a hand-to-mouth existence as an up-and-coming film director, Sanjay had directed a promotional film for a cash-strapped security start-up specialising in ballistic glass and taken payment in their Protect Life range.

‘You’re lucky it wasn’t a larger calibre,’ Tamar says.

‘Right!’ Sanjay rolls his eyes and winks at Jude. ‘I love a room full of Lyons.’

‘I’ll pack my stuff and get out of your hair,’ Jude says.

‘The spare room’s yours, mate.’

‘I think it’s safer for you if I move out.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. You want to take off and leave your little sister and me without any protection from a psychopathic madman?’ Jude wants to say that Tamar’s perfectly capable of protecting herself, but Sanjay is in full theatrical mode. ‘She took a bullet for you, man. I’ve seen the wound.’

‘It was a piece of shrapnel.’

‘And that makes it okay?’

Jude looks at Tamar, who shrugs as if to say, he’s your idiot and your responsibility.

‘Are you back for long?’ Jude asks.

‘I don’t know. It depends.’ He pads over to the kitchen area, opens the fridge, and examines its meagre contents. ‘Most of all we need food.’

‘You can order a delivery,’ Jude says. ‘The police will bring it to the door.’

‘That’s too weird. What’s this?’ He looks back with his nose in a repurposed jam jar and says, ‘This kimchi is really good.’

‘A friend of mine made it. She’s dead now.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ Sanjay says. Then he gets a familiar expression on his face. ‘Are you saving it?’

‘No.’

‘We should build a meal around it, man. She deserves that, right? There’s still some of that ramen stock in the freezer that took me like twenty hours to make. You can go pick up some belly pork from Boat People and greenery from those beardy guys in Roots and Fruits.’

‘Let’s do that,’ Jude says, because the idea of a meal does seem like a fitting tribute to Gretchen, who made it. And realistically, he’s not going anywhere. The thought of good food and good company, maybe forgetting about Fowle for a few hours, is comforting.

‘I’ll put some Bolly on ice,’ Sanjay says, popping a fresh nicotine capsule out of a blister pack and slotting it into his vape. ‘Why don’t you invite someone, so that there are four of us? Tamar says that there’s some journalist who you keep failing to close the deal with.’

‘Is that right?’ Jude says to Tamar, who shrugs. ‘As I recall, the last time that you met Kirsty you warned me not to mix personal and professional.’

‘We’re all bored of waiting for you to connect.’ She scowls at Sanjay. ‘Can’t you go back to your room? I have things to discuss with my brother.’

‘It’s my home!’

They both look at him. ‘We could move out and take our security with us,’ Tamar says. ‘And leave you for Fowle.’

‘It’s your security as well now? This is a home invasion. I’ve been cuckooed!’

‘Trust me,’ she tells him. ‘You have not been cuckooed. If you had, I’d have shit on the rug by now and taken a hammer to your pretentious fucking coffee machine.’

That’s the Tamar that Jude recognises. Sanjay looks at Jude as if he expects him to do something about her. When nothing is forthcoming, he shakes his head at being so badly let down and goes off to his bedroom.

‘He’s my best friend,’ Jude says, accusingly.

‘He’s your only friend,’ Tamar says. ‘And stop being petulant. Go and phone Kirsty.’

He’s about to refuse but then thinks that if he doesn’t see her now, there’s a chance he might never see her again.





Chapter 16

Ramen for Gretchen

Jude isn’t sure if Kirsty will accept the invitation. Instead of calling her he texts, which by his line of reasoning leaves her room to casually decline without feeling any pressure. After all, she was there in the apartment when Fowle took shots at them from a nearby rooftop and if not for the armoured glass, she would be dead. Maybe she has had enough of the place and by extension him. It’s not the first time she has almost died beside him.

He misjudges her. She texts right back:

 

A simple dinner? You can cook? How did I not know this? I’ll be there.

Sanjay’s back. He’s the cook. I’ll send a car

I can walk!

Not safe.

Ok.

My sister is here

Which one?

The scary one

I’m coming

 

Thus, he finds himself standing on the landing ninety minutes later, awkward, and unsure of what to do with his hands as if perhaps he should stand to attention, while the lift rises to the top floor with her in it.

‘What put you in a good mood?’ she says, when the doors open. Because suddenly he’s beaming and although the answer is you did, he doesn’t say it.

‘Thank you for coming.’

‘Hard to tell with the mysteriously acquired suntan but I think you’re actually blushing.’

Under her coat, she’s wearing a short-sleeved, ankle-length leopard-print dress that is in equal parts demure and
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